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Abstract 
 After the devastation of the Second World War and because of an urgent need 

for housing for the homeless and displaced in the wake of mass migration from 

the country to the major towns, the city had both to devise and implement urban 

planning initiatives that would lead to the emergence of new areas for Social 

Housing. Even though these boroughs have been negatively stereotyped by 

certain conditions (social unrest, ghettoisation, crime) it is now possible to 

reposition them within the new city dynamics in line with the ñ Piani di 

Interventoò (Intervention Plans) giving them new cultural and social 

perspectives. The restoration so far implemented has been the rethinking of open 

spaces and housing, giving a new quality of life thanks to an urban design that 

aims to redefine architectural, technological and social qualities (i.e. minimally 

invasive plants, use of bio-compatible materials, recovery and use of local 

resources, sustainability, social integration). This strategy re-introduces 

neighbourhoods within the dynamic of the contemporary city and promotes a 

number of planning initiatives that, as well as overcoming the negative image of 

the word "suburbs", can build a new idea of welfare, urban policies and 

management of public affairs, through a new technical and political competence 

and an active engagement with local expectations. 
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After the devastation of the Second World War and because of an urgent need 

for housing for the homeless and displaced in the wake of mass migration from 

the country to the major towns, the city had both to devise and implement urban 

planning initiatives that would lead to the emergence of new areas for Social 

Housing. In Italy in particular these attempts to solve the problems turned out  

not always to be successful.  

From the town-planning point-of-view their relationship with the city has always 

been controversial since they were born as self-sufficient peripheral boroughs.  
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We could say that they represent the first examples of urban sprawling
1
. In fact 

because they did not always conform to the original plans they were, within a 

few years of their construction, they were modified by the residents according to 

their own particular needs. As a consequence of these transformations, in 

connection with some undeniable qualitative aspects, many limits and problems 

came out.  

Today we can see in these non-structured and non-planned interventions of self-

construction and adaptation, but also in the distortion of the socio-political-

architectural balance, a sort of criticism to the original plan of these 

neighborhoods which have turned into experimental labs, always subject to 

change  

 

Even though these boroughs have been negatively stereotyped by certain 

conditions (social unrest, ghettoisation, crime) it is now possible to reposition 

them within the new city dynamics in line with the ñ Piani di Interventoò 

(Intervention Plans) giving them new cultural and social perspectives. 

These neighborhoods can be considered not just as a cultural heritage of a way 

of interpreting the town and the society, but also as a building resource for the 

contemporary city, through the carrying out of requalification projects for the 

urban and the town-planning scheme. They would be reconfirmed, as it 

happened in the ó50s, as laboratories of social living and town experimentations. 

This strategy re-introduces neighborhoods within the dynamic of the 

contemporary city and promotes a number of planning initiatives that, as well as 

overcoming the negative image of the word "suburbs", can build a new idea of 

welfare, urban policies and management of public affairs, through a new 

technical and political competence and an active engagement with local 

expectations. 

A rethinking of the features of the suburbs, is already being carried out in many 

European cities, and in particular in those areas where the urban expansion and 

the birth of these neighborhoods brought about  the first urban suburbs during 

the years of the Modern Movement, through projects which combine socio-

political and architectural matters aiming at the improvement of the living 

quality.  

From this concern many effective forms of housing projects have been worked 

out, regarding both strictly architectural and legislative matters. Promoting in 

these areas projects of adaptation, restoration and transformation, with a great 

vocation for experimentation. 

The complexity of the decay and of the management systems of the 

neighborhoods of public housing, has required the definition of specific policies 

and of housing programs aiming at their requalification. Beginning from the 
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ó80s, some countries of the European Community, have developed housing 

projects aiming at the reintroduction of these neighborhoods into the town social 

life, through recovery programs and the adoption of social policies. During the 

last years, a great attention has been paid to the dimension of the sustainable 

recovery in the definition of these plans. Some Community projects provided the 

tools and strategies for the recovery of these neighborhoods through a 

ñsustainableò approach, identifying the ñneighborhood scaleò as the more 

suitable for the restoration-recovery intervention. The dimension of the 

neighborhood,  in this sense,  has been identified as the more appropriate scale 

of intervention, as it is wide enough to grant some spin-offs in the territory, but 

at the same time it is small enough to involve an active participation of people. 

The project ñRecupero sostenibile del costruito per un quartiere urbano 

sostenibileò (sustainable recovery building for a sustainable urban borough) 

H
2
QR rapresents an istance. Within the program Energy, Enviroment, and 

Sustainable Developement, it was started up in September 2001 and closed on 

2004. Coordinated by the Centre Scientifique et Tecnique du Batiment in France, 

it made use of the cooperation of 10 research institutes and experimented a 

methodology of approach on 14 case studies in as many European cities
2
. The 

Italian case study cities were Mantova, Cinisello Balsamo and Melegnano.
3
 

These projects should assume an idea of sustainable development as a 

continuous and flexible process, which allows further adaptations to the new 

needs and to the transformations of society. In these terms, the projects should 

present a long-term duration, they should provide for a sustainable management 

and long-term monitoring activities. 

The experience matured in France on the urban ñr®habilitationò policies, is one 

of the most interesting in the European outline. The ZAC, OPAH, HVS, DSQ 

procedures led to the carrying out of interventions  concerning the energy 

conservation. Among the more interesting interventions, stands out  the work 

carried out in Corneuvre, Paris. Even other European countries have adopted 

effective tools during the last years which have carried out urban requalification 

projects in these neighborhoods
4
. 
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In Italy, contrary to what occurs in the rest of the European Community, the 

difficult socio-politic- economic situation, slowed down the process which set 

up the logic  of intervention in the existing patrimony. 

The current urban requalification policy in Italy, is the result of the crisis of the 

town development model, carried out up to the ó80s, which was characterized by 

a strong urban expansion and by a purely quantitative  building offer, mono-

functional and lacking in utilities, in reply to the new emerging standard quality  

of the building needs and of the economic and infrastructural effectiveness, 

typical of those years and of the following decade. 

The ñProgrammi Complessiò  (Programmi di recupero Urbano, Piani Integrati di 

Intervento, Contratti di Quartiere I e II) were born in this context. They were 

operating tools for the economic and territorial planning, for the regeneration of 

the urban environment, for the reduction of the decay of old town centers, for 

the refunctionalization of the disused productive areas, for the valorization of the 

existing building patrimony and for the achievement of a good level of 

infrastructural quality, strengthening even the private system of functions and 

utilities. 

The restoration so far implemented has been the rethinking of open spaces and 

housing, giving a new quality of life thanks to an urban design that aims to 

redefine architectural, technological and social qualities (i.e. minimally invasive 

plants, use of bio-compatible materials, recovery and use of local resources, 

sustainability, social integration).  

These urban design projects aim to define a new comfort and environmental 

sustainability, restoring a relationship with the surrounding city through a 

coherent and careful attitude to the new needs of contemporary society. These 

measures provide not only a subject for contemporary urban design but also a 

document of modernity. 

Among the most important instances, we should mention some experiences 

carried out in Torino through the Laboratorio Città Sostenibile (1999) and the 

project Immaginare Corviale (2004 -2006) carried out in Rome
5
. 

The topic of the speech concerns the presentation of questions, methods, project 

tools for the recovery and the restoration of public housing boroughs of the ó50s 

in Italy; it intends to carry out a reflection on their capabilities of occupying a 
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central position within the building of the contemporary city. In particular, this 

research was conducted through the analysis of a peculiar experience, such as 

the one of the Italian public housing of the postwar period, singling out as a 

specific ambit of study the complex INA-Casa ñVillaggio Santa Rosaliaò in 

Palermo
6
. 

The observation of the modern Italian suburbs, allows us to recognize some 

completed morphological parts, resulting from processes which incorporated  

economic, social, procedural and technical  rules. Among these parts, we can 

distinguish the boroughs of public housing carried out by INA-casa. Within this 

plan, the Sicilian territory plays a crucial role, even if it is marginal if compared 

to the national interventions and results (Tiburtino in Roma, Falchera in Torino, 

Harrar in Milano). It also represents a rather complex research field, both from 

the point of view of the relationships between these boroughs and the city, both 

as regards the purely architectonic and town planning outcomes. The knowledge 

of these boroughs, in particular as regards the ñVillaggio santa Rosaliaò in 

Palermo, helps in relocating this modern patrimony in the history of the Sicilian 

and Italian, urban an architectural culture; recognizing its value within the field 

of the contemporary urban design and its strategic role in the future choices of 

the city. 

The fiftieth anniversary of the INA-Casa Plan (1949-1999) and of the hundredth 

centenary of the Legge Luzzatti, helped in promoting the debate on the future of 

these boroughs through conferences, workshops and exhibitions
7
.  

 ñRe-reading the pubblic town history through a complete consideration about a 

ódistrict ideaô, allows us to better understand the birth, growth and decline 

process of a modus operandi on contemporary cities, whose crisis is strictly 

connected to the birth of a new image of society and living space. At the same 

time, the importance of social welfare during the 20th Century caused this estate 
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to become a necessary sphere of interest for contemporary planning and 

designing, showing us a new path of research useful for the future daysò
8
. 

 

This cultural interest is growing intertwined with some important questions 

about contemporary architecture, like: 

a - suburbs
9
 that share with many INA-Casa neighborhoods features of 

marginality, urban decay as well as social and economic implications
10

; 

b - some cultural trends coming from some economic perspectives that underline 

the main role of some interventions on these neighborhoods (reconstruction, 

modernization, rebuilding, replacement, refurbishment, repopoluation, 

recolonization, renewal, reuse, rehabilitation, regeneration, redevelopement, 

revitalization, retrofit, redesign, recovery, remanufacturing, reindustrialization, 

revamping). These new words express a practicable way of reorganizing 

contemporary towns
11

; 

c - a new emergency and need of houses that focuses the attention on the social 

housing theme
12

. 

The purpose of this research is not only to redefine an important period of 

architecture and urbanism history, but also to pinpoint and answer some 

important questions in the debate on ñModern Movement Architecture 

Restoringò
13

, and on the future town, with a special regard to social housing. 

                                                           
8
 Di Biagi (2003). Paola Di Biagi is Professor of Urbanism at Trieste University. For several 

years she has been studying social housing in Italy, improving 50s neighborhoods reuse and 

renewal. 
9
 Concerning this, Vittorio Gregotti wrote a column on ñLa Repubblicaò newspaper of 

September 21st 2004, expressing his opinion on suburbs, answering Paolo Desderiôs column 

(pubblished in the same newspaper three days before).  
10

 Most of the time, urban decay is due to a wrong, or an absent, management by the Audit 

Commission and to the non-realization of essential urbanization works that should have 

permitted these neighborhoods to be self-sufficient. 
11

 Referring to Jeremy Rifkinôs theory, presented at Venice Biennale 2008. The title was ñOut 

there: Architecture Beyond Buildingò. On the same occasion Rifkin presented ñThe 

Document for Architecture of the Next Milleniumò, a sort of ecological manifesto, in which 

he asserts that in the immediate future, architects will have to ñrecycleò the existing buildings 

rather than design and build new ones.  
12

 Understanding how urban needs changed, owing to the social fragmentation and to the 

irruption of other cultures and new multi-ethnic trends, made evident the need of planning 

new kinds of social housing. While in the last years the architectural debate has focused its 

attention on the design of entertainment buildings, nowadays it seems that a new interest for 

housing, especially social housing, is born again. Some countries, like Spain, have recently 

built neighborhoods and buildings connected to new experimental models. In Italy 

realizations are so poor, while only competitions and discussions deal with the question. In 

this connection, please take note of: Irace (2008) and Garofalo (2008). 
13

 Beginning from 2001 (XVI Cycle) the research theme of Architectural Design PhD School 

at Palermo University (cooperating with Naples ñFederico IIò, Reggio Calabria and Parma 



Villaggio S.Rosalia is the most original example in the fabric of the city of 

Palermo. 

Through the specification of the sense, the role (and eventually drawbacks) of 

this district, it is possible to draw some guide-lines and strategies for a restoring, 

rehabilitation and replacement plan, beginning from some items: analysis of 

original characteristics; alterations during the years; preservation of original 

elements, architectural value and its identity. In this connection, the research 

proposes a reflection which pushes to rethink the value coming from the 

opportunity of recognizing these neighborhoods as a potential resource related to 

contemporary town. 

Thus it is nowadays necessary to fix a redevelopment plan and its rules about 

these neighborhood rescue. 

 

The INA-Casa plan 

The INA-Casa Plan, (Provvedimenti per incrementare lôoccupazione operaia, 

agevolando la costruzione di case per lavoratori) was conceived with the 

purpose of  solving the problem of unemployment and the demand for housing; 

it represented a great opportunity for the reconstruction of the Italian towns 

during the postwar period.  During 14 years of activity, INA-Casa has built 

1.920.000 rooms corresponding  to 355,000 units. 

Through the experimentation and application of models of neighborhoods, 

already designed in Europe by the Modern Movement, the results of research are 

focused on the possibility of intervention in the new urban tissue and in the 

Italian urban landscape. 

The plan focuses its attention on the typological and distributive  aspects of 

housing and on the issue of neighborhoods design
14

. In the period between the 

wars, as a matter of fact, the social housing realization were of minimum size 

and located in a diffuse and random scheme. The INA-Casa Plan, on the 

contrary orders interventions in neighborhoods, following the idea of the 

neighborhood unit and self-sufficiency. 

Even in Palermo, the Ina-Casa neighborhoods, starting from the debate on the 

reconstruction, represent a moment of great urban transformation of the city, 

triggering processes that sometimes led to the existing set. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

University) has been ñModern Movement Architecture Restoringò. In this connection, please 

take note of Palazzotto (2007). 
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 The attempt of the INA-Casa Management to spread a certain quality standard for all 

interventions is expressed, after excluding the assumption of project types, not only through 

the selection of designers, but also with the preparation of small manual with the intent to 

"drive" the design of housing, buildings and neighborhoods. These texts offer "suggestions" 

rather than codifying rules to avoid an excessive uniformity and standardization for the 

achievements of the plan, so they will be "a point of departure, however, clearly determined 

and subject to different interpretations, but equally good." 



The plan, that for the first time tried to apply the theory of zoning, wasnôt 

approved, rather, it was later abandoned to comply the obligation of adopting the 

Piano di Ricostruzione (Reconstruction Plan). 

As a matter of fact, the process of  building growth in Palermo in those years, 

took place outside the rules of the Piano di Ricostruzione, since new detailed 

integrative plans, as well as private initiatives, were adopted together, even in 

areas not covered by the plan. 

These plans give response to a pressing housing demand in Palermo for two 

reasons: the abandonment of the old town destroyed by the bombing of 1943 

and the demand for residences by the emigrants from the province, caused by 

the appointment of the city of Palermo as the capital of the new Autonomous 

Region. The realization of these neighborhoods unfortunately didnôt solve the 

problems of housing of the lower classes. 

 "The use in Sicily, and especially in Palermo, of national laws which should 

regulate the landscape design and the growth of the city, seems more devoted to 

protect the speculative interests of the landowners and entrepreneurs than to 

solve the emerging problems of the social classes "15. 

On April 30th 1949, The INA-Casa Management announced at the Istituto 

Autonomo Case Popolari (IACP, Ssocial Housing National Institute) of  

Palermo that the city should soon be part of the experimental plan of the first 

year of INA-Casa Plan. They were asked to implement the program through 

designing houses for workers. 

 

The Villaggio Santa Rosalia in Palermo 

Recently some restoration and re-qualification interventions of the council 

quarters tried to work on the concept of collective re-appropriation from the  

settled community. This was done disregarding the prejudices that contributed to   

the degrade of these places. 

The theme of the research - though could be confused with re-qualification of 

the city outskirts - deals with the problems of the council-house building that 

often could be found in the city outskirts. 

The concepts behind the Villaggio Santa Rosalia come out from different 

considerations. This was projected by two architects - Giuseppe Spasitrano and 

Severino Tortorici - after a building competition in 1953 for the construction of 

flats INA-Casa in the quarter Medaglie dôOro in Palermo. 
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For the first time Spasitrano deals with council-house building in a different 

perspective: not projecting single blocks of flats or a block but the entire quarter. 

Here is experimented the organic theory of Bruno Zevi 
16

 and OPAO 
17

 

introducing the distinctive elements of  Mediterranean architecture and Sicilian 

ñIn the recovery of the nineteeth-century eclecticism - depreciated by the 

national stylistic unity - some elements belonging to the Mediterranean building 

tradition are re-utilised in various dwelling quarters projects. The architect 

realises that with the  functional rationalistic schemes has to take in 

consideration the psychological of the dweller-to-be. This explains why 

projecting according to the place lifestyle using elements taken from the local 

building, building using traditional methods or the use of simple materialsò
18

. 

With a look at these principles it was possible to identify the concept of living in 

the fifties and INA-Casa together with the problem to identify the quarter as a 

resource for the city itself. This was possible considering the privileged  relation 

with some natural elements like the Oreto valley and the Garofala hollow or 

some infrastructures like the by-pass and the dôOrleans park system where the 

campus is located.  

Is it possible for the Villaggio Santa Rosalia to keep its own modern quarter 

identity recovering the relation with the surrounding city and its dynamics? 

An analysis of the original plan, the actual quarter configuration and other city 

parts that are surrounding puts in evidence that some original and constituent 

elements are still present but other have been modified (figuratively and 

structurally). 
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Palermo, plan of interventions of (IACP) since 1925 with the inclusion of Piani di zona of April 18 1962n.167 Law. In red area is detected  

the Villaggio Santa Rosalia. 



This analysis uses three levels that correspond to three different Villaggio Santa 

Rosalia scale: urban, quarter and  building. 

 

Urban scale 

One of the distinctive characters that distinguish this quarter is the identification.  

This is possible due to some elements that make it recognisable inside the city of 

Palermo. 

 

ñThese areas often inside the shapeless and indistinguishable urban expansions, 

inserted into new street networks that contradict the original design, modified by 

new property relations that redefine and privatise the common spaces, degraded 

by negligence and order-less and casual transformations, keep their integral and 

clearly perceptible distinguishable characters that persist in configuring 

themselves as city parts.ò
19

 

 

The Villaggio Santa Rosalia was projected as an autonomous half-rural quarter 

just outside the border of the historic part of the city and linked to it with a pre-

existing street network and coincident to one of the axis of growth and 

penetration of the city territory. 

Today it is perfectly absorbed in the contemporary city. Other quarters have 

been built around it and historical axes giving services and infrastructures never 

built with it. 

The original project included a rational hierarchic distribution of the streets that  

had to become a connective and structural element of the entire quarter. 

Today it is relevant a mixture of functions of paths for both cars and pedestrians 

or the lack of maintenance or realisation that impaired the theories and the 

elements of the planners. 

The infrastructure web still differentiates different zones and the character of 

village of the quarter. 

This analysis highlights the problems relatives to the accessibility to the quarter  

and the hierarchical structure of the streets that changed once the city absorbed 

the Villaggio. 
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Quarter scale 

The quarter is structured in two portions -east and west- that have a distinct 

topography; these are connected by a square-link and crossed by an axes on 

which the blocks are connected. These blocks formed by two or four stories 

buildings are grouped around some collective spaces that represent the 

neighbourhood.  

 

The planning of these open common spaces is one of the principles that 

characterises the intentions of the planners and their relevance is noticeable in 

their quality.  

What Gio Ponti defines new Italian scenery
20

  represents one of the quarter main 

characters that determines relations more and more different between what is 

built and the natural elements of the scenery.  

One of the most important characteristics of the first INA-Casa realisations was 

a new attention ñto the environmental appearance that represented the relevance 
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 Ponti (1955). 

Villaggio Santa Rosalia, Plan and road map, original project, 1953. 



of private and public spaces around the house constituted by greenery and visual 

variety.ò
21

 

From the comparison of the project characters of competition (vernacular, self 

sufficient quarter and services and garden-city) and the ones assumed by the 

quarter nowadays it is clear that the not execution of the relation spaces and 

services together with the new relation the the contemporary city altered the idea 

of city-garden, isolated and self sufficient, that made necessary the review of the 

model according to the contemporary use of the new kind of spaces. 

The new urban relations with the contemporary city altered the principle of self 

sufficient village modifying the green spaces, the services and the public areas 

in the correlation among built volumes, open spaces and paths. 

The multiple interventions of occupation of the public spaces with dissimilar 

elements -fencing, roofing and resurfacing- contributed to fragment the space 

and disunite the collective space.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Building scale 

The dwellings are the only structures built in the fifties according to the original 

project. These are not much degraded by the age of the decay. 

These kept the character of typologic morphologic variety of their elements  

(foundation in stone, external staircases, loggias and pitched roof) modifying the 
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 From the preface of the first file of INA-Casa, Suggerimenti norme e schemi per 
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aerial photoof EST area, 1954 

aerial photoof EST area, 2002. 


